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A B S T R A C T    
This study examines Red Bull's global branding strategy and how it has built 
one of the most powerful and distinctive international brand images in the 
history of fast-moving consumer goods. Using a qualitative systematic 
literature review methodology, this research synthesizes findings from eight 
empirical sources to analyze the mechanisms through which Red Bull 
transformed from a niche Austrian energy drink itself adapted from a Thai 
working-class tonic called Krating Daeng into a global lifestyle brand 
present in 166 countries. The study is grounded in Global Branding Theory, 
Brand Identity Theory (Aaker), Experiential Marketing Theory (Schmitt), 
and Social Identity Theory. Key findings reveal that Red Bull's brand image 
construction rests on four unconventional strategic pillars that collectively 
challenge every assumption of conventional consumer goods marketing: a 
deliberate refusal to use traditional advertising channels (television, radio, 
billboards) in favor of experiential and viral marketing; the creation and 
sponsorship of extreme sports events that embed the brand into a globally 
recognized lifestyle identity; a low-budget guerrilla marketing philosophy 
that generates disproportionate brand awareness through non-verbal 
consumer psychology; and the Red Bull Stratos stratospheric jump of 2012 
arguably the most watched live marketing event in history with over 8 

million simultaneous YouTube viewers which demonstrated that brands can generate earned media worth an 
estimated USD 100 million through a single experiential activation. The study further confirms that Red Bull's 
association with Formula 1 racing represents its strongest brand association among consumers globally, with 
35.42% of surveyed consumers identifying F1 as their primary Red Bull brand association. This study concludes 
that Red Bull's global brand image success is not the result of spending more on marketing than competitors, 
but of spending differently investing in experiences, content, and cultural moments that make consumers feel 
they belong to something larger than a beverage category. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

There is a detail about Red Bull's origin that most people including many of its most 

devoted consumers do not know. Red Bull is not an Austrian invention. The drink is an adaptation 

of Krating Daeng, a cheap brown-bottle tonic popular among Thai factory workers and truck 

drivers, produced by TC Pharmaceuticals and owned by Chaleo Yoovidhya. In 1982, Dietrich 

Mateschitz, then an international marketing director for toothpaste company Blendax, discovered 

the drink during a business trip to Thailand and found that it cured his jet lag. Recognizing an 

extraordinary commercial opportunity, Mateschitz partnered with Chaleo's son Charlem, and in 

1984 established Red Bull GmbH in Austria. After adapting the formula to Western standards and 

developing a marketing strategy, Red Bull was launched in Austria in 1987 not as an energy drink, 

but as the world's first product of an entirely new category (Sterling, 2015). This detail matters 

because it reveals something fundamental about Red Bull's brand philosophy: from the very 

beginning, the company was not about the product. It was about the story around the product. 

The scale of what Red Bull subsequently achieved is extraordinary by any measure. From 

a single market launch in Austria in 1987, the brand expanded to 166 countries worldwide, 

generating annual revenue that consistently places it among the world's most commercially 
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successful beverage brands. More significantly for the purposes of this study, Red Bull achieved 

something that most large-budget consumer goods companies fail to accomplish: it built a brand 

image so coherent, distinctive, and emotionally resonant that consumers in countries as culturally 

different as Japan, Brazil, and Nigeria associate the same values energy, courage, extreme 

achievement, freedom with the brand (Sterling, 2015; Cascade Strategy, 2024). 

What makes Red Bull's global branding strategy a legitimate object of academic inquiry is 

not its commercial success, but the radical unconventionality of the methods through which that 

success was achieved. Red Bull explicitly and deliberately chose not to advertise in the 

conventional sense. No television commercials in its early years. No radio spots. No billboards. 

Instead, the company invested its marketing budget in creating and sponsoring extreme sports 

events cliff diving competitions, air races, motocross championships, skateboarding contests and 

in building a reputation as a brand that belonged to the world of adrenaline, physical limits, and 

extraordinary human achievement. This philosophy, which Saputra & Indasari (2022) describe 

as a low-budget, high-impact nonverbal communication strategy, has become the most studied 

and imitated approach to brand building in the contemporary marketing literature. 

This study synthesizes evidence from multiple empirical sources to analyze the 

architecture of Red Bull's global branding strategy, identify the specific mechanisms through 

which it constructs brand image internationally, and understand why this approach has proven 

more durable and globally transferable than the conventional mass-media advertising strategies 

employed by competitors. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Global Branding Theory and Brand Identity 

Global branding theory posits that a brand achieves genuine global status when it 

maintains a consistent core identity a stable set of values, associations, and personality traits 

across all national markets while allowing tactical adaptation in communication style, product 

variants, and local partnerships. Aaker's brand identity framework identifies four dimensions 

through which global brands construct their identity: brand as product (functional attributes), 

brand as organization (institutional values), brand as person (brand personality), and brand as 

symbol (visual and metaphorical associations). Red Bull's global brand image is built 

overwhelmingly on the third and fourth dimensions brand as person and brand as symbol rather 

than on product functionality. The brand does not primarily communicate "this drink will make 

you less tired." It communicates "this brand represents who you are as a person: courageous, 

extreme, boundary-pushing" (Ardiansyah et al., 2025). 

Ardiansyah et al. (2025) apply Roland Barthes' semiotic framework to Red Bull's visual 

advertising and identify a consistent mythological construction across all brand communications: 

the image of wings, the representation of sky and height, the presence of extreme athletes 

performing at physical limits all decode to a single mythological message. Red Bull does not sell 

energy; it sells the myth of transcending human limitation. The slogan "Red Bull Gives You Wings" 

is not, in Barthes' framework, a product claim. It is a mythological statement about the 

transformation available to consumers who align themselves with the brand. 

Experiential Marketing and Social Identity 

Schmitt's Experiential Marketing Theory argues that the most powerful and durable 

forms of brand building occur not through information transmission but through experience 

creation by generating moments that consumers live through, participate in, or witness, and that 

create emotional memories associated with the brand. Red Bull's extreme sports sponsorship 

https://issn.brin.go.id/terbit/detail/20230904461231000
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strategy is a direct application of this theory: rather than telling consumers that the brand is 

exciting, Red Bull creates genuinely exciting events and places its brand at the center of them. The 

consumer who watches a Red Bull cliff diving competition does not process the brand logically 

they experience it emotionally, and that emotional experience becomes part of their brand 

memory (Zhang, 2024). 

Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner) provides the complementary psychological 

mechanism. When Red Bull sponsors extreme sports events and positions itself within the 

subculture of adventure athletes, it creates a social group the Red Bull community with which 

consumers can identify. Consumers who purchase Red Bull are not merely buying an energy 

drink; they are buying membership in a community of people who define themselves by physical 

courage, adventure, and the refusal of ordinary limits. Ardiansyah et al. (2025) confirm this 

through their semiotic analysis: Red Bull advertisements consistently construct a social identity 

narrative in which the brand functions as a membership card to an aspirational community of 

daring individuals. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The Anti-Advertising Philosophy: How Red Bull Broke Every Marketing Rule and Won 

Red Bull's foundational marketing philosophy represents one of the most radical 

departures from conventional consumer goods strategy in business history. Where competitors 

invested in mass-media advertising to build awareness, Red Bull invested in experiences. Where 

competitors focused on distribution, Red Bull focused on cultural relevance. Where competitors 

communicated product attributes, Red Bull communicated lifestyle identity. The result, 

paradoxically, was greater brand awareness and stronger consumer loyalty than most brands 

achieve through conventional methods. 

The most illustrative example of this philosophy in action is the guerrilla marketing tactic 

documented by Saputra & Indasari (2022): when Red Bull prepared to launch in London in 1994, 

advisors recommended conventional billboard and radio advertising. Instead, the marketing 

team purchased thousands of Red Bull cans, emptied them, and strategically placed them in trash 

bins, on roadsides, at university campuses, and at train stations across London overnight. When 

Londoners woke the next morning and saw empty Red Bull cans everywhere, they concluded 

without any explicit message from the brand that the drink was enormously popular and that 

they were missing out on something everyone else was already consuming. This tactic generated 

brand awareness and purchase intent at a fraction of the cost of any conventional advertising 

campaign. The mechanism, as Saputra & Indasari (2022) analyze through Symbolic Interaction 

Theory, operates through the human tendency to derive meaning from social observation: people 

interpret widespread evidence of consumption as evidence of quality and desirability. 

This low-budget, high-psychology approach to marketing reflects a fundamental insight 

that most large FMCG companies took decades to recognize: in the modern consumer 

environment, earned credibility the perception that a product is already beloved and validated 

by peers is more persuasive than purchased advertising. Red Bull understood this in 1994, before 

social media made the concept mainstream. Sterling (2015) documents how Red Bull's early-

stage marketing strategy was built almost entirely on word-of-mouth amplification, free sampling 

at targeted locations (gyms, universities, nightclubs, sporting events), and strategic brand 

placement in environments where the target consumer was already present and emotionally 

engaged. 
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Extreme Sports Sponsorship: Building Brand Image Through Association 

The systematic sponsorship of extreme sports represents Red Bull's most sustained and 

globally consistent brand image investment. Red Bull Air Race, Red Bull Cliff Diving World Series, 

Red Bull X-Fighters, Red Bull Rampage (mountain biking), Red Bull Hardline the company has 

created or sponsored hundreds of extreme sports events across five continents, each carrying the 

same brand aesthetic: human beings pushing against the boundaries of what is physically 

possible, in visually spectacular environments, wearing the Red Bull logo. The cumulative effect 

of this investment, sustained over more than three decades, has been the creation of what 

Ardiansyah et al. (2025) describe as a "modern myth" a globally shared cultural belief that Red 

Bull belongs to the category of brands associated with exceptional human performance. 

The mechanism through which this sponsorship strategy builds brand image 

internationally is documented across multiple studies. Zhang (2024) identifies the viral 

amplification dynamic: extreme sports events naturally generate compelling visual content a cliff 

diver plunging 27 meters, a motorcycle executing a double backflip, a skydiver in a wingsuit flying 

centimeters from a rocky cliff face that audiences share organically on social media, each share 

carrying the Red Bull brand identity and extending its reach to new audiences who have never 

purchased the product. This user-generated content amplification is the viral marketing 

mechanism that Zhang (2024) identifies as Red Bull's primary driver of global brand awareness: 

not the paid media surrounding events, but the organic sharing of the events' spectacular content 

by audiences who are themselves motivated to share because the content reflects their own 

aspirational identity. 

The Red Bull Stratos Jump: The Greatest Experiential Marketing Event in History 

On October 14, 2012, Felix Baumgartner stepped out of a pressurized capsule 39 

kilometers above the Earth's surface the stratosphere and fell toward the New Mexico desert in a 

space suit bearing the Red Bull logo. In the four minutes and nineteen seconds that followed, 

Baumgartner became the first human being to break the sound barrier in free fall. The event, 

known as Red Bull Stratos, was simultaneously a genuine contribution to aerospace medicine 

(generating data on human physiological responses to extreme altitude and velocity), a record-

breaking athletic achievement, and the most watched live marketing event in the history of 

YouTube at the time of its broadcast. 

The numbers associated with Red Bull Stratos are staggering in their marketing 

implications. More than 8 million people watched the event simultaneously on YouTube's live 

stream at the time, a record for concurrent online viewership. The jump was broadcast on more 

than 40 television stations and 130 digital media outlets worldwide. The estimated earned media 

value of the event the equivalent cost in conventional advertising of achieving the same audience 

reach was reported at approximately USD 100 million (Sterling, 2015; Zhang, 2024). Red Bull 

reportedly invested approximately USD 30 million in producing the event. This means Red Bull 

achieved an approximately 3:1 return on marketing investment in earned media value alone, 

before accounting for the brand equity generated by the global conversation the event produced. 

What makes Red Bull Stratos analytically significant beyond its numbers is what it 

communicates about Red Bull's philosophy of brand image construction. The event was not an 

advertisement in any conventional sense no one watching it was told to buy Red Bull. It did not 

demonstrate any product attribute. It did not feature a celebrity endorser speaking lines about 

energy or refreshment. It was simply the most extreme possible physical achievement that a 

human being could attempt and Red Bull put its name, its logo, and its brand colors at the center 

https://issn.brin.go.id/terbit/detail/20230904461231000
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of that achievement. The brand did not explain what it stands for. It showed it (Cascade Strategy, 

2024). 

The authors note that this distinction between explaining a brand value and 

demonstrating it is the central insight of Red Bull's global branding strategy that competitors have 

consistently failed to replicate. Monster Energy, Red Bull's closest competitor, invests comparable 

resources in sponsorship and event marketing, yet has not achieved the same depth of brand 

image resonance globally. The difference is not budget it is the scale and cultural significance of 

the events sponsored. Red Bull does not sponsor events; it creates moments in history. 

Red Bull as Media Company: The Red Bull Media House Strategy 

Perhaps the most underappreciated dimension of Red Bull's global branding strategy is 

the company's transformation from a beverage manufacturer into a fully functional media 

company. Red Bull Media House, established as a standalone media production entity, produces 

and distributes a vast catalog of original content across film, television, digital video, print (The 

Red Bulletin magazine), and music. This content is not primarily commercial it does not sell Red 

Bull. It tells stories about human achievement, adventure, sport, and culture that align with the 

brand's identity values. 

The strategic logic is elegant. By producing genuinely engaging content not branded 

advertising that audiences tolerate, but original documentary films, sports coverage, and music 

content that audiences actively seek out Red Bull has built a media brand whose audience 

voluntarily and repeatedly exposes themselves to the Red Bull identity. Every documentary about 

a big wave surfer, every YouTube series about an extreme mountain biker, every music video 

produced by Red Bull Records, is a piece of content that deepens the brand's association with the 

values of extraordinary human performance and creative expression. Undiknas (2023) and 

Cascade Strategy (2024) both identify this content media strategy as one of the most innovative 

dimensions of Red Bull's global brand building, noting that Red Bull has effectively solved the 

consumer attention problem that has made conventional advertising increasingly inefficient by 

becoming the content that consumers choose to watch. 

Competitive Positioning: Red Bull's Advantage in the Global Energy Drink Market 

Red Bull's global branding strategy has produced a competitive positioning that is 

remarkably durable relative to its competitors. Bhartari & Agarwal (2022), in their comparative 

study of marketing strategies across energy drink brands in India (175 respondents), document 

that Red Bull is preferred by 32.57% of regular energy drink consumers, compared to 19.42% for 

Gatorade and significantly lower for Monster Energy. When asked to identify the best marketing 

strategy among the three brands, Red Bull's Formula 1 racing association received the highest 

vote count 83 votes compared to 74 for Monster Energy's MotoGP partnership and 69 for 

Gatorade's athlete association confirming the depth of consumer recognition for Red Bull's sports 

marketing approach. 

The study also reveals a noteworthy finding about consumer awareness that has strategic 

implications: 35.42% of consumers associate Red Bull primarily with its Formula 1 team, while 

only 13.14% associate it with extreme sports and merely 1.71% with Red Bull Media. This 

suggests that despite the breadth of Red Bull's branding investments, its F1 association has 

become its dominant brand identifier in the Indian market a finding consistent with the global 

mainstream recognition of Red Bull Racing as one of F1's most successful and visible teams. 

However, the low awareness of Red Bull Media (1.71%) indicates that despite its strategic 

importance to the brand, the media house has not yet penetrated mass consumer consciousness 

in developing markets, representing both a gap and an opportunity. 
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Table 1. Red Bull's Global Branding Strategy: Key Pillars, Mechanisms, and Impact 

Strategic 

Pillar 

Core Mechanism Brand Image Impact Evidence 

Source 

Anti-

Advertising 

Philosophy 

Rejection of 

TV/radio/billboard in 

favor of experiential & 

guerrilla marketing; 

low-budget high-

psychology tactics 

(empty can strategy, 

sampling at targeted 

venues) 

Earned credibility; word-

of-mouth amplification; 

brand perceived as 

culturally authentic 

rather than 

commercially 

manufactured 

Saputra & 

Indasari 

(2022); 

Sterling 

(2015) 

Extreme 

Sports 

Sponsorship 

Creation and 

sponsorship of globally 

broadcast extreme 

sports events (Cliff 

Diving, Air Race, X-

Fighters, Rampage); 

athlete partnership as 

brand ambassadors 

Brand mythologized as 

symbol of human limits 

transcendence; social 

identity construction 

consumers buy 

community membership, 

not beverage 

Ardiansyah et 

al. (2025); 

Zhang (2024) 

Red Bull 

Stratos 

Stratospheric free fall 

from 39km first 

human to break sound 

barrier; 8M+ live 

YouTube viewers; USD 

100M estimated 

earned media from 

USD 30M investment 

Single event generates 

global brand 

conversation; brand 

equated with the most 

extreme achievement in 

human history 

Sterling 

(2015); Zhang 

(2024) 

Viral & Social 

Media 

Marketing 

User-generated 

content amplification 

of extreme sports 

visuals; social media 

community building; 

content designed for 

organic sharing 

Global brand awareness 

expansion at 

disproportionately low 

cost; audience becomes 

brand advocates rather 

than passive receivers 

Zhang (2024); 

Undiknas 

(2023) 

Red Bull 

Media House 

Original content 

production: films, 

YouTube series, 

magazine (The Red 

Bulletin), music; brand 

becomes content 

creator 

Audience voluntarily 

seeks out brand content; 

brand identity deepened 

through storytelling 

rather than advertising 

Cascade 

Strategy 

(2024); 

Undiknas 

(2023) 

Formula 1 

Team 

Ownership 

Red Bull Racing as one 

of F1's most successful 

constructors; brand 

present at every F1 

Strongest single brand 

association globally: 

35.42% of consumers 

Bhartari & 

Agarwal 

(2022) 

https://issn.brin.go.id/terbit/detail/20230904461231000
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race globally; team 

identity as racing 

innovation symbol 

identify F1 as primary 

Red Bull association 

Source: Synthesized from literature, processed by the authors (2026) 

Table 2. Comparative Analysis: Red Bull vs. Monster Energy vs. Gatorade Marketing 

Strategy Differentiation 

Dimension Red Bull Monster Energy Gatorade 

Core Brand 

Identity 

Adventure, 

extreme 

achievement, 

transcending 

human limits, 

freedom 

Rebellion, 

underground 

culture, raw 

energy 

Athletic 

performance, 

hydration, 

functional 

replenishment 

Primary 

Marketing 

Strategy 

Experiential 

events, extreme 

sports creation, 

viral content, 

owned media 

Sponsorship of 

motorsports, 

gaming, music; 

Coca-Cola 

distribution 

partnership 

Direct athlete 

association, 

sports science 

credibility, Pepsi 

distribution 

Most Effective 

Strategy 

(Consumer 

Survey) 

F1 team 

ownership 83 

votes (India 

survey) 

MotoGP Yamaha 

partnership 74 

votes 

Direct athlete 

association 69 

votes 

Consumer 

Preference 

(India) 

32.57% of regular 

consumers 

5.71% of regular 

consumers 

19.42% of 

regular 

consumers 

Production 

Cost Model 

Allocates ~30-

40% revenue to 

marketing; creates 

events rather than 

buying ad space 

Comparable 

investment in 

sponsorship; 

benefits from 

Coca-Cola 

distribution 

Lower 

marketing 

intensity; relies 

on Pepsi 

distribution and 

functional 

credibility 

Competitive 

Advantage 

Cultural brand 

equity 

accumulated over 

35+ years; generic 

brand status in 

extreme sports 

community 

Cost-efficiency 

through 

partnership; 

broader product 

range 

Functional 

credibility as 

sports science 

product; long 

history in 

athletics 

Source: Synthesized from Bhartari & Agarwal (2022); Sterling (2015); Cascade Strategy (2024) 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study concludes that Red Bull's global branding success is the product of a coherent, 

long-term strategic philosophy that consistently prioritizes cultural relevance over commercial 

messaging, experience over advertising, and identity construction over product promotion. The 
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brand's international brand image synonymous worldwide with energy, courage, extreme human 

achievement, and the refusal of ordinary limits was built not through conventional marketing 

spending, but through three decades of deliberate investment in moments, events, and content 

that made consumers feel that Red Bull belonged to something bigger than the beverage category. 

Three principal conclusions emerge from the synthesis of eight empirical sources. First, 

Red Bull's most powerful brand image asset is not any specific campaign or product feature, but 

the accumulated cultural capital of decades of extreme sports sponsorship that has created a 

globally coherent brand mythology. The semiotic analysis conducted by Ardiansyah et al. (2025) 

confirms that Red Bull's advertising consistently constructs the same mythological message 

across all markets: the brand represents the human aspiration to transcend ordinary limits. This 

consistency of mythological construction not merely visual consistency is the foundation of Red 

Bull's global brand image durability. 

Second, Red Bull Stratos remains the definitive case study in modern experiential 

marketing. Generating an estimated USD 100 million in earned media value from a USD 30 million 

investment, with over 8 million simultaneous viewers on YouTube's live stream, the event 

demonstrated that brands can create genuine historical moments that generate more brand 

awareness and loyalty than any volume of purchased advertising could achieve. The lesson is not 

replicable in its specific form no brand can sponsor another stratospheric jump but the principle 

is universally applicable: invest in creating something genuinely worth watching, and audiences 

will do the distribution for you. 

Third, Red Bull's low-budget guerrilla marketing philosophy most vividly illustrated by 

the empty can street seeding strategy in London demonstrates that consumer psychology, not 

media budget, is the ultimate driver of brand awareness. By engineering social proof before a 

product was even widely available, Red Bull activated the same psychological mechanisms that 

would later be formalized in viral marketing theory. Future research should examine how the 

principles of Red Bull's global branding strategy translate to digital-native brand building in social 

media environments where the barriers between brand content and organic content have 

become effectively indistinguishable. 
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